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Pressure on university funds is
almost universal. Britain launched
a controversial scheme to assess
the quality of research carried out
by staff as a means of
distributing funds for research
several years ago and has been
under the scrutiny of many other
countries seeking to devise ways
of sharing out the funding pot.
For the best departments the
exercise was good news — more
money. But for many others, it
has resulted in a football-style
transfer market where universities
have been seen to ‘buy in’ key
researchers and their teams to
bolster their funding prospects.
Others complained that the
selection of researchers for
assessment and the scrutiny
department by department led to
something approaching a funding
lottery.
Stung by such criticisms, the
lead higher education funding
council for England, along with
the three bodies representing the
other countries in the UK, has
announced a different research
assessment exercise (RAE) for
the next round scheduled for
2008. Many eyes will be on
whether this will be seen as an
improvement on the distribution
of scarce cash for research.
The way in which the research
pot is shared between
universities will be changed, with
the aim of allowing the best work
to be identified wherever it is
found, and avoiding individual
departments dominating the
results.
The next research assessment
exercise, which will inform the
distribution of around £8 billion
over several years and will
replace the existing grades with
so-called ‘quality profiles’
designed to halt the game-
playing by which universities try
to maximize financial gain. 
The changes mean that pockets
of excellence will be immediately
obvious and will be financially
rewarded, reducing the risk of
poaching of staff to bigger and
better-funded departments. 
The results of the next exercise
will be published in December
2008, the funding council has
announced.
Sir Howard Newby, chief
executive of the Higher Education
Funding Council for England
(HEFCE), said the approach would
provide “a fairer and more
accurate way of assessing and
funding research quality.”
He said: “The use of quality
profiles will reduce the tactical
element in preparing submissions.
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The incentive will be for
institutions to include all their
good researchers rather than
aiming for a particular grade.”
“The new method will also
benefit institutions with
comparatively small pockets of
excellence within a larger
research unit, as the true scale
and strength of their best work
will be more visible.”
The existing seven grades will
be replaced by four starred
grades and one unclassified
grade. The proportion of work
receiving each grade will be used
to establish a quality profile for
each submission. 
The financial weight of each
grade has yet to be decided.
While the same RAE will be
conducted in England, Wales,
Scotland and Northern Ireland, the
financial consequences could vary
between countries as they do at
present.
For example, after the last RAE
in 2001, HEFCE revised the
financial weight of each grade to
fit its budget, fully funding the
best but cutting cash for the rest.
A spokeswoman for Universities
UK, welcomed the new RAE but
said: “It is essential for the
funding for the different levels to
be reasonably predictable so that
higher education institutions can
invest and plan within a stable
financial framework. UUK
therefore remains concerned
about the funding of the RAE
continuing to be open to
retrospective manipulation.”
“We are gravely concerned
about increasing levels of
research concentration and have
consistently highlighted the
critical importance of an
appropriate balance between
funding top-rated departments to
support excellence, protecting
areas of research excellence
across the sector and
encouraging new and developing
research.”
The creation of a football-style
transfer market of ‘superstar’
academics is damaging university
research by creating a lower
league of underpaid and
overworked staff, delegates at the
Association of University
Teachers, annual council heard at
its meeting this spring. Many
university staff still believe the
RAE has created more problems
than it has solved. As with football
clubs, the poaching of star talent
is forcing universities into rash,
short-term and high-risk
decisions, it is claimed.
The association’s annual
conference passed several
motions from members
condemning the way in which
academics’ research is judged in
the RAE. The assessment was
criticized for being a random,
unfair, secretive and divisive
method of allocating research
funding that was badly skewing
the practice of research in the UK.
“The way in which the
research pot is shared
between universities will
be fundamentally changed
from 2009, allowing the
best work to be identified
wherever it is found.”
A motion from Liverpool
University’s AUT said that it was a
matter of ‘grave concern’ that
universities were already
manoeuvring for the next
exercise, planned for 2008. It said
that many vice-chancellors were
planning to spend large sums of
money on star academics who
could bring established research
reputations and income with them
as part of a quick-fix attempt to
secure top ratings in the next
assessment.
Signs of increasing activity in
the academic job market have
emerged in recent weeks, with
rising numbers of job
advertisements appearing in the
Times Higher Education
Supplement.
The Liverpool motion, carried
unanimously, said: “Council
rejects a future for higher
education where a few highly paid
superstar researchers are
supported by armies of underpaid
and overworked staff, many of
whom are on fixed-term
contracts.”
Speaking for the motion,
Liverpool’s Chris West said: “The
total cost of bringing in such
people and their support teams
can be £500,000, including
relocation costs. That would pay a
30 per cent catch-up pay increase
for 75 lecturers.”
Russ Bowman of Loughborough
University said: “Universities
would be much better off
investing to help ordinary
lecturers and senior lecturers do
good research than buy in stars
from elsewhere. Where do these
stars come from? Are they bred in
a test tube? They only arrive after
some other university has paid the
money to get them into the
position they are in. If an
institution spends a lot of money
developing top researchers, it can
all be wasted when they move on
and an angry group is left behind
carrying the weight.”
Alastair Hunter of Glasgow
University said that, as well as
demoting other staff, universities
were taking a strategic risk with
money they could ill afford.
The conference also attacked
the flip side of the superstar
situation – the identification of
underperforming staff under the
latest plans for research
assessment. A motion from
Birmingham AUT, unanimously
carried, said: “Council deplores
any attempt by university
managements to attach RAE-style
research ratings to individual
members of staff. Council further
deplores any attempt by university
managements to use such ratings
as a means of forcing academic
staff onto teaching-only
contracts.”
A motion from Glasgow’s AUT
said: “Council reaffirms its
opposition to the RAE. Council
rejects the principle that university
funding should be based to such
an extent on a process that can
only be described (at best) as
random.”
“The RAE has had deleterious
effects on the nature of research
and academic freedom. It has not
improved research quality. It has
undermined equal opportunities
and has negatively affected the
quality of teaching. The RAE has
been highly divisive and has
created an atmosphere of conflict
and discontent within
departments.” The new format
faces many challenges.
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